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INSTITUTIONAL CRITIQUE 

REDUX 


Critica í Art Ensemble 


Within contemporary cultural discourse, few argüe with the statement that institutional critique 
(IC) is dead. It had its two decades of relevance in the 1970s and 1980s, and even bled a litde into 
the 1990s. Artists such as Hans Haacke, Guerrilla Art Action Group, Group Material, the 
Guerrilla Girls, Andrea Frasier, and Fred Wilson exposed every classist, sexist, and racist element 
of cultural institutions that were allegedly serving the public good through the collection, 
conservation, and display of cultural treasures. By the mid-1990s, perpetuating institutional 
critique was just beating a dead horse, as no more msights were to be gleaned, so politicized artists 
and arts administrators moved on to relational aesthetics, tactical media, culture jamrrung, and 
¡j., ,, other interventionist methods and means that appeared so fiill of life. Institutional critique 

: V. ' remained in its grave while the political economy of neoliberalism continued to evolve. Financial 

É¿;J| institutions, in particular, were about to embark on an accelerated evolution as they plundered 

new global markets in a near regulation-free environment. NeoHberalism was in hyperdrive, 

| delivering on its promise to redistribute wealth to those who had the most at the expense of those 

fe|| who had the least, combined with core wealth extraction from the coffers of the public sector. 

. j In spite of massive changes in the structure and dynaihics of capitalism, IC remained in its 

I® grave until Occupy Wall Street. The foundation for the Occupy critique was clear. Wealth has 
been consistently redistributed in favor of the rich for decades; wages havé remained flat or 
||g$| lowered for the grand majority of working people; and work demands have intensified over the 
same time period. Moreover, the economic system has bifurcated into two carnps: those living 
In conditions of permanent economic depression and those who could not have it any better. 
This is why nothing gets better for the disorganized poor and working populations. For the 
SlffSp 'wealthy, near interest-free money is ubiquitous, not to mention the additional miUions being 
added to the coffers of financial institutions through quantitative easing. Unemployment is 
doggedly high, so people are desperate for any job, and willing to work more for less. II fear of 
unemployment was not enough, most people must also cope with the tyranny of debt that tacks 
l|ífflÍÉ; them to desperation employment practices. Coxporate profits are at an all-time high. The stock 
market is at record highs. Regulation of finance and labor practices is absent. And arguably most 
Vf important, inflation is flatlined. What could possibly motivate the powerful to alter this situa- 
^íftion? Certainly not the plight of nearly 50 percent of the US population suffering disastrous 
jp economic conditions, ñor the staggering conditions of global poverty. Occupy Wall Street 
revived IC (via performativity) as one means to expose corruption not in cultural institutions 
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kickstarter generation that is seeking a revolutionary independent altemative to the pyramid, 
but is stáll socialized by it, and often sucked back into it. These are the cultural producéis who 
can no longer accept the legitimacy of the pyramid as a network of democratic insritutions 
fostering the interests of the many and contributing to the pubHc good. 

Enter Habemias’ notion of legitimatíon (crisis). The core of legirimation in neohberal society 
rests in the maintenance of a public perception that capitahsm and democracy are working in 
harmony together — that one reinforces the other — and what is created is a State of welfare for 
all. Unfortunately, the State works on behalf of capitalism first, and maintains programs of 
general and targeted welfare only to the extent it must to maintain its legitimacy as an arbiter of 
fair and just distribution of resources and wealth. Democracy and capitalism are at best friene- 
mies— and at worst, in total opposition, as one tends toward distributed audiority and the other 
toward centralized authority. In order to maintain the necessary perception of legitimacy, the 
State must offer programs that materially signify fair distribution. In the US, for example, there is 
food assistance, rent assistance, Obamacare, unemployment insurance, Social Security, etc. 
Unfortunately for those at the top of the extremely vertically elongated wealth pyramid, these 
are all public funds that could be in their pocket. The goal of capital is thus to gut these pro- 
grams and privatize the mo'ney either through tax cuts, corporate welfare, or govemment con- 
trácts for goods and Services that coiporations can provide. These redistribution programs, in the 
capitahst utopian scenario, would be replaced by a commons of transcendental signifiers such as 
“freedom” and “self-reliance.” 

The art world also needs its programs and signifiers of legitimacy so that it can materially 
demónstrate that its top insritutions and events are not solely in the Service of an elite class. 
Consequently, we see a variety of educarion programs and community outreach programs that 
are supposed to demónstrate a commitment to the amelioration of the public sphere. From 
CAE’s perspective, these programs are marginal to any institution that has them, but even more 
curious to us is how they continué. We will retum to this question later in the essay, but will 
first address the schism in wealth through the lens of one of CAE’s projects for di 3. 
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A Public Misery Message 

CAE first envisioned A Public Misery Message; A Tetnporary Monument to Economic Inequality in 
1992, at the end of the Reagan/Thatcher era and the firát wave of neoliberalism, when it had 
become clear that the great redistribution of wealth (all assets) in favor of the richest people was 
continuing at full intensity. Working somewhat against the grain at the height of identity 
polirics in progressive discourse, we wanted to examine economic class relations in the US. Our 
original idea was to inscribe a skyscraper (appropriated or parasitic monumentality) with 
economic data that would allow viewers to visuahze in concrete terms the vást economic 
separa tion of the wealthy from the grand majority of citizens. While the proportional wealth of 
the bottom 80 percent could be inscribed on the first floor, the building’s rooftop observation 
|||eck could function as an inscription site for the top quintile, and would allow people to look 
down and visualize economic separation as an embodied, spatial separation. As time wore on 
■ and economic división grew wider, we carne to realize that very few skyscrapers in the US were 
Tall enough to serve as indices of class wealth. Eventually, we gave the idea to Hans Ulrich 
|Obrist for his book Unbuilt Roads: i 07 Unrealized Projects (1998), which documented a variety 
of compelling but seemingly irnpossible proposals by artists, and shelved any hopes of actually 
doing the monument. 

In spring 2011, during our interview for di 3, wc pitched this idea to the exhibition’s artistic 
: director, Carolyn Christov-Bakargicv. We believed Carolyn would fully understaml the 
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Figure 9.1 Public Misery Message: A Temporary Monument to Global Economic Inequality, Documenta 
13,2012. 


our use of the helicopter as the operative instrument: It was also the perfect representation of 
the waste and excess that fundamentally constitutes biennial culture, and that is rarely com- 
mented upon or treated as wasteful, opulent, or decadent. CAE received harsh criticism 
regarding our use of the helicopter, but we did not read anywhere criticisms of the use of 
heiicopters to place massive sculptures for display. The £>atrons of preview day were quite 
content to take the magical appearance of the outdoor monuments as just that. How litde has 
changed since the I970s. Ñor was there ever a mention of all the fuel wasted and polludon 
generated in decamping the art world and sending it to middle-of-nowhere Germany for a 
aestination art festival. The waste generated for this worldwide massing of art was dwarfed by 
the worldwide massing of people. CAE fcels very confident in saying that the overwheiming 
majority did not ride a bike or use some other green transportation to get to Kassel. Events like 
these represent the transparent privilege of biennial culture; its geographic, nomadic movcmcnt 
is so unquestionably considered to be such a common part of everyday hfe that this fonn of 
waste and excess can sirnply be ignored, especially when green-oriented projects are included in 
the exhibition as an alibi for environmental democracy. 

The invitations were a second and veiy telling, expeiience that we haven’t been able to 
represent until now. In spite of the 200 euro cost, the majority of the tickets bought were 
not used. Although the vast majority of people with time and funds to visit Documenta would 
mM'. not hkcly see their wealth tumed upside down by a suin of 200 euro, CAE would gucss that 
K .-y that same overwheiming majority are not inclined to sirnply throw that ruoney away. The true 
|5' iy patrons of biennial culture, however, have no problem disposing of casli in this way. “Better to 
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trying to contribute to social change through the production and distribution o£ new forms of 
resistant culture. CAE’s other dl3 experiment gave us an opportunity to explore new hypoth- 
eses conceming this matter. 


Winning Hearts and Minds (WHaM) 

War zones are as instructive as they are destructive. Since Vietnam, they have beautifully illu- 
strated the contradiction between capitalism and democracy. They teach the lesson that (false) 
democracy is an ahbi for the good intentions of capitalist intervention even in the face of wanton 
destruction and appropriation. Whether it is the Thieu govemment in Vietnam or the Karzai 
govemment in Afghanistan, this lesson never changes. The establishment of global democracy has 
never been a goal of global capital. Its preference is for an authoritarian plutocracy that can be 
labeled a democracy. This is why the psy-ops principie of “winning hearts and minds” can 
simultaneously exist with the military strategy of “search and destroy.” Now that winning hearts 
and minds is not just US policy, but NATO policy, we can see it at work in every conflict in 
which NATO members have a stake; in every case, the idea of winning the people through the 
alleged establishment of democratic institutions never has to be reconciled with unprovoked 
invasión, house-to-house searches, assassinations, torture, or drone attacks. Yet, even in these 
brutally conflicted environments, resistance is still possible, and positive new arrangements for 
üving, activist networks, and even in&astmctural changes can and have been built. 

Cultural institutions in capitalist nations partially reflect this same disturbing set of contra- 
dictions and relationships. In the field of visual arts, museums tend toward a support of plutocmcy 
through building and maintaining the valué of collecdons and by functioning as a parallel track to 
the art market. Institutes, Kumthalles , and major festivals function as cotporate alibis for good 
cultural citizenship, and too often fiinction within the ñame of development of cultural products 
in the Service of profit and enterprise. At the same time, these institurions have their democradc 
side, which usuaíly appears in the form of community outreach, public programming, and edu- 
cadon programs. These programs are generally the most impoverished, but are staffed by those 
who genuinely want to create events promoting social change, and are willing to accept poverty 
as a given condidon to do it. This blend of having few resources, together with a strong sense of 
volunteerism, leads to the development of low-cost public events that are subsidized by the free 
labor of those who create them — elite institutions have foutid a way to leverage good citizenship. 
Or to put it another way, the poor subsidize the creation of a false signifier that signs the bene- 
ficence of plutocracy. And yet, on an immediate person-to-person level, the results of such per- 
formances, exhibitions, and events can be inspiring and culturally valuable. 

This is the contradiction that CAE wanted to perform at di 3 in Winning Hearts and Minds. As 
was to be expected, di 3 had its educación and community outreach programs that were not so 
well funded, but did better than most. Within this context and, more to the point, the general 
systemic one dcscribed above, CAE created a cultural space that was totally impoverished: a small 
space (3 \xD7 10 meters) with a minimum arnount of íumiture, no clirnate control, and located 
on the very margins of the festival at the end of the warehouse district near the railway station (a 
location we chóse). We had zero budget for artist fees, travel, or installation support, althougli di 3 
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ir e 9.3 Winning Hearts and Minds, Documenta ■ 
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Un ,:íie ot “ er nana, there is the mode of immediate experience. The existential temtory 
that can be carved out in which new or radical or unusual conversations, behaviors, and 
activities can be mobilized is motivating, because it can produce copious amounts of pleasure, 
satisfaction, and empowerment. This overflow of aífect seems to override reason, pushing 
producers on to new events. While CAE received endless questions as to Why there was no 
financial support for the project, and as many requests for fice passes to the festival or some 
other kind of secondary compensation {which was never given), indicating a frustration with 
the conditions of participation, we only had one complaint following a contributing artist's 
event. The other ninety-nine were completely enthusiastic about their presentations. More- 
over, the amount of appreciation we received for sharing our little shed in the railyards was 
surprising even to CAE. This outpouring of good will toward WHaM by the participante 
answered our question in tenns of what drives participation in this unfortunate cultural 
landscape. People are more interested in a less alienatcd cultural connection than in their 
bank account. Once enveloped in the reward of the productivo moment, putdng reason asidc 
for a moment was easy. From our point ofview as administrators, CAE can say that it was the 
same for us. We could easily lose our observational distance once caught up in a successful 
event, and be happy about the project for munediate, rather than secondary', reasons (such as 
understanding gained at the end of the project cycle). 

While CAE has hopefully contributed to skepticism about the received hypothesis that 
explains participation in nnpoverished conditions as mere appropriations of sign valué, we frnd 
ouiselves back at an oíd problem that has concemed CAE since its inception: How can we 
reintégrate critica! reflection and application with pleasure economies in emerging existential 
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